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The Mexico City prosecutor's office (Procuraduria General de Justicia del Distrito Federal, PGJDF)
unleashed a storm of controversy by suggesting that the death of human rights activist Digna
Ochoa y Placido may have been a suicide. Authorities found Ochoa dead from gunshot wounds at
a friend's office in October 2001 (see SourceMex, 2001-10-31). The PGJDF, which has taken the lead
in the investigation, had been unable to uncover any leads in the case until the suicide theory was
presented to the public.
Mexico City chief prosecutor Bernardo Batiz Vazquez said the investigation points to the possibility
that Ochoa was killed by her own pistol. "Several of our investigators lean toward the suicide
theory...and a lot of information points in that direction, but we still have a lot of work to do
investigating other leads," Batiz said at a press conference.
Batiz said he personally has "resisted accepting the suicide hypothesis," but also noted the lack of
hard evidence such as fingerprints to tie any individual or organization to her death.
Human rights groups press for probe of military
Human rights organizations contend that Ochoa was murdered by members of the military
who opposed her legal work on behalf of activists who denounced impunity and environmental
violations. "The suicide theory is absurd," said Adriana Carmona, director of the Comision de
Defensa y Promocion de Derechos Humanos (CDPDH). "Why would she kill herself in her friend's
office?"
A note found next to Ochoa's body warned the Jesuit-run Centro de Derechos Humanos Pro Juarez
(PRODH) not to continue its activities in defense of human rights. "It is inadmissible that a woman
who always fought in the trenches for justice...would have wanted to commit suicide," said Sen.
Leticia Burgos of the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD). Burgos chairs the
human rights committee (Comision de Derechos Humanos) in the Senate.
Barbara Zamora, an attorney for the Ochoa y Placido family, reported death threats similar to those
received by Digna Ochoa. Zamora, who said she received the threats in early March via electronic
mail, has asked Mexico City authorities for additional protection. In January, the PRODH sharply
criticized the Secretaria de Defensa Nacional (SEDENA) for "obstructing" the investigation of
Ochoa's murder.
PRODH director Rev. Edgar Cortez said SEDENA had "evaded" the PGJDF's frequent requests
for information. "[This throws] into doubt the willingness of the federal government to cooperate."
Ochoa's clients had included campesino environmental activists Rodolfo Montiel and Teodoro
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Cabrera, who were jailed during the administration of former President Ernesto Zedillo. The two
activists were imprisoned on fabricated drug and weapons charges after launching a campaign
against logging in Guerrero state forests (see SourceMex, 2000-04-12, 2000-09-13). President Vicente
Fox ordered their release in November 2001, but did not grant them pardons (see SourceMex,
2001-11-14).
Ochoa was not involved in the defense of Montiel and Cabrera at the time of her death. But Cortez
said the human rights activist was still looking into cases where other environmental activists were
threatened because of their activities by current or former members of the military. Batiz's theory
also drew strong criticism from Ochoa's family. Digna's brothers, Jesus and Ismael Ochoa, accused
the Mexico City prosecutor of "fabricating the theory" in the face of pressure from human rights
organizations to solve the case. They asked the PGJDF to release all its information, since the suicide
theory is only one of several lines of investigation.
Human rights commission, OAS entity push for results
The PGJDF's investigation also received some criticism from the government-affiliated Comision
Nacional de Derechos Humanos (CNDH). The commission has chosen to remain on the sidelines to
allow the PGJDF to conduct the investigation. But CNDH director Jose Luis Soberanes Fernandez
strongly urged Batiz to present more concrete results and not just theories. "The Mexico City
prosecutor's office has taken too long, which is discrediting all the institutions in charge of procuring
justice," Soberanes said.
The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR), an agency of the Organization
of American States (OAS), has also asked the PGJDF to expand the scope of its investigation to
members of the Mexican armed forces. The IACHR made the request at a meeting in Mexico City
between its representative Pedro Diaz Romero and officials from the PGJDF.
Diaz Romero, a criminologist, has been appointed by the commission to offer technical help to
Mexico City investigators. "[Diaz Romero] insisted that our investigation look into the involvement
of the army," said deputy PGJDF prosecutor Renato Sales Heredia. "Of course, we will pay very
close attention to his suggestions and those of the IACHR."
The PGJDF has questioned several witnesses in the Ochoa case, including Gen. Jose Francisco
Gallardo Rodriguez. Gallardo was released from prison in February, where he had been held since
1993 on fabricated charges of corruption and illicit enrichment. He was imprisoned for accusing the
military of human rights abuses (see SourceMex, 2002-02-13).
Sales Heredia said Gallardo's testimony was useful to the PGJDF, although he was unable
to supply investigators with any names or direct information that could help solve the case.
(Sources: Associated Press, 01/21/02; Notimex, Reuters, 03/12/02; The News, 01/22/02, 03/13/02;
Reforma, 02/19/02, 03/12/02, 03/13/02; El Financiero, 03/13/02; El Universal, 03/14/02; Milenio
Diario, 03/12-15/02; Unomasuno, 03/13-15/02; CNI en Linea, 02/16/02, 03/12/02, 03/13/02, 03/17/02;
Novedades, 01/22/02, 03/15/02, 03/18/02; Agencia de Noticias Proceso, 03/12/02, 03/19/02; La Jornada,
02/19/02, 02/20/02, 03/12-15/02, 03/18/02, 03/20/02; La Cronica de Hoy, 03/14/02, 03/15/02, 03/20/02)
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